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Abstract 

 
Westerners have for centuries been present in Africa with different motives. The most recent 

phenomenon is young volunteers that, instead of being tourists in a normal sense, go to the 

continent to work within organizations as for example teachers. This study, where the 

empirical material is based on qualitative interviews done with twelve European volunteers 

during a minor field study in Ghana, aims to examine what apprehension the volunteers have 

of their role and function. To create an understanding for the purpose, questions on the 

meaning of the concept of volunteering, motives and outcomes of the volunteering experience 

as well as the view of westerners and Ghanaians have been asked. In the light of 

postcolonialism and volunteer tourism, the study shows a number of factors that explains 

motives and the understanding of the concept, with a focus on the learning and growth of the 

volunteer. The outcome circles around knowledge on development issues and aid work as 

well as being able to have an impact on Ghanaians and development in Ghana. The volunteers 

also show revulsion from other westerners (that want to “help” and have a “colonial” 

behavior) and Ghanaians, but at the same time they prefer to spend time with westerners. The 

volunteers’ apprehension of their role and function is found to be bipartite; expressed is that 

they are in Ghana to experience and to learn, but understood is also that they see it as their 

task to spread their view of life, help the locals and contribute to development. A possible 

explanation to this contradiction might be that the volunteers, grown up in a time where they 

have been taught “how they should think” about “Us” and “Them”, distance themselves from 

everything that disaffirm their belief. However, at the same time they are deeply influenced 

by the western society’s way of focusing on differences between people, differences with 

signatures such as “developed” and “underdeveloped”. It creates a complexity of knowing 

something but not being able to live by it. 
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 The past and present of western voluntary service  
The idea behind international voluntary service was born after World War I when a group of 

Europeans helped rebuilding a war torn village in France, lived together and worked without 

payment. Little did they know what effects they would have on the world, due to the nature of 

their work (Volunteers For Peace 2010).  Later on, the first modern voluntary service 

movement Service Civil International developed out of this work camp. It established a 

foundation for other organizations to follow and the spread of voluntary organizations in 

Europe accelerated fast after World War II. The main aim of the organizations was to help 

reconstruct and heal internal and external effects of the war, but the voluntary service was 

also seen as a means to build friendship and peace among young people of different European 

countries. In 1934, the first European volunteers were sent outside Europe, to India, with a 

slightly changed mission; to help poor people. For the first time the voluntary service took 

place during a longer period of time and the long term, cross-continent volunteering was born. 

However, it was not until the 1960s that voluntary service organizations became more 

organized and the long-term volunteering with the aim of assisting developing countries took 

off (Gillette 1999). 

Today the concept of volunteering has become a widespread and well-known phenomenon. In 

a world that is said to be characterized by globalization, people and organizations all over the 

world have a faster and easier potential of connecting with each other and create relations. 

One of the biggest changes, made possible mainly through the spread of internet, is that social 

movements all over the world can spread their message and mobilize people to for instance 

fight for global justice, environmentalism and feminism. Due to globalization the small 

society has become a part of the big society – the world society – with the consequences that 

people in one society can connect with people in another society far away, create global 

networks with major opportunities to make a change in the world. The spatial distance has 

decreased which has made global relations and exchanges possible (Thörn 2002:153, 219). 

In recent years more and smaller organizations that work in aid projects in developing 

countries have popped up. Those that volunteer in these organizations can be distinguished 
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between skilled and unskilled, the unskilled consisting mainly of young people from the 

Western world. The interest among these youngsters to participate in a volunteering program 

has expanded due to a strong desire to see and understand the world with their own eyes. The 

fact that many of these new and smaller organizations do not demand that the participant has a 

higher education or previous experience in development work, as compared to professional 

aid workers, is also a determinant factor to why many young people become volunteers in 

developing countries.  Areas of working in the organizations are roughly nine; emergency and 

relief, working with children, education and training, business administration and office work, 

building and construction, health and nutrition, community development, staff volunteering as 

well as agriculture and farming (Hindle 2007:9-13, Mattson 2002). 

 

1.2 Westerners in Africa and its criticism 
International volunteers are, as generally known, not the first westerners to enter the 

developing world for work or other purposes; on the contrary the presence of westerners in 

Africa (amongst other continents) has a long history. It started with explorers and 

missionaries who wanted to map resources and spread the gospel and continued with officers 

that came to the continent to colonize its land. Next came the development aid workers to help 

people in need and last but not least came the volunteers. Their motives for coming differ 

tremendously but the common denominator is that they left and still leave an imprint that 

doesn’t leave anyone unaffected, neither the local inhabitants nor the western visitors 

(Eriksson 2005:16). 

Although parts of the behavior of westerners that has been historically present in Africa has 

been highlighted with positive signatures, the criticism against them and their behavior (with 

a focus on the colonizers) has mainly been addressed in the post – colonial world. It is said 

that the history of colonialism and slavery as well as the behavior of the colonizers has 

marked subjects and states up to date to be imprinted with a distinction between races. The 

criticism also explains how the progress of the West has been enabled due to the systematical 

exploitation of the rest of the world (Berg 2007:42-44).         

If the colonial era was characterized by an economical and political process, the era of 

development aid workers in Africa has become a psychological and cultural phenomenon. 

The criticism raised against the aid workers are mainly directed towards their way of 
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identifying themselves and their role as a reflection of the people they work for. “Donor – 

receiver” has become something most aid workers relates to while working and is an 

important part for them in order to understand who they are as richer, more intelligent and 

better people than the natives. This affects, of course, the way they act and do their work. 

Critics have called this “the second colonization” and westerners present in Africa today, 

including international volunteers, have to relate to the criticism in one or another way (Berg 

2007:46). 

Due to the criticism, the experience is that people from the West partly have become aware of 

what they shouldn’t do and how they shouldn’t think about issues concerning their relation to 

Africa and Africans, which includes what roles and function those who work in Africa have. 

The phenomenon of international volunteering, as compared to aid workers, consists mainly 

of young participants that most likely have been influenced by this way of thinking, due to its 

expansion in the western world. At the same time, since they are young, many do not have 

any education on a university level and therefore have not been academically taught ways of 

relating to the world and its people. Reflected both by the “colonial behavior” and the 

criticism against it, it is therefore of great interest to see how the today very popular 

phenomenon of international volunteering relates to this issue on how the volunteers see what 

role and function they play.   

 

1.3 Purpose  
The purpose of the study is to examine what apprehension European volunteers in Ghana 

have of their role and function, by understanding how they experience their situation as a 

volunteer. This will be done through a case study of three non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs); African Information Movement, AFS Intercultural Exchange Programs and 

PeaceWorks. The following questions – all seen from the perspective of the volunteers – need 

to be answered in order to get an understanding of the purpose: 

- What does the concept of volunteering mean? 

- What motive(s) can be found behind a voluntary experience? 

- What is the outcome(s) of the volunteers’ experience?  
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- What view(s) can be found on Ghanaians and westerners in Ghana? 

 

1.4 Definitions 
When discussing volunteering and international voluntary work, the definitions used are the 

following: 

Volunteer: a person who works for an organization without getting paid (Oxford 2010). In 

addition, in this thesis it also implies that the people are unskilled workforce. 

International voluntary work: implicates in this thesis to those western volunteers that go 

abroad for their voluntary work, mainly to developing countries, where they work in 

development projects.   

The West and developing countries are frequently used terms in the study. Bearing in mind 

that those are complex words, argued and questioned by many academics as well as 

development aid workers, they are used only to clarify what is discussed but could just as well 

be replaced with words such as “the North” and “the South” (or other words). 

 

1.5 Previous Studies 
Studies that investigate the postcolonial relationship between the western world and 

developing countries are many and cover different angles of the issue. Those that examine the 

perceptions and acts of western development workers and volunteers in the developing world 

often have a focus on westerners’ impact on the local societies, but many of the studies also 

touches the issue of tourism. Studies on professional development workers are more, but in 

the Master thesis Are Western Volunteers Reproducing and Reconstructing the Legacy of 

Colonialism in Ghana? Thomas Robert (2004) focuses on volunteers and investigates exactly 

what the title implies. Through interviews with returned western volunteers he puts a focus 

around the relationship between the volunteers and their host communities, motivations for 

voluntary work and the benefits gained for both the volunteers and the host communities. He 

shows that volunteers today play a role in continuing the legacy of colonialism and help 

reinforcing developing countries’ dependency to the West. Instead of exploiting natural 

resources and human labor, as during the colonial era, western societies now uses developing 
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countries as a training ground for their own people. However, the volunteers also do useful 

tasks which enhance the quality of life of many people in Ghana. 

Maria Eriksson Baaz, researcher at the Department of Peace and Development Research at 

Göteborg University, has for many years explored the postcolonial relationship between the 

North and the South with a focus on the identities of western development workers in the 

South. In her Ph.D. dissertation The White Wo/Man’s Burden in the Age of Partnership 

(2002) and the book The Paternalism of Partnership (2005) she analyzes the construction of 

donor and development worker identities and how they are manifested in development aid 

practice in two Swedish NGOs in Tanzania. With a focus on the policy of ‘partnership’, a 

well-established expression within development aid, she explores conflicts and tensions 

characterizing the identification. The aid-workers reflect the influence of a long-standing 

critique of the eurocentrism of development which is shown in the way they see themselves 

compared to the locals. The image shown is that of a superior, active, reliable ‘donor’ Self as 

compared to an inferior, passive, unreliable ‘partner’. The paternalism in the partnership is 

obvious. 
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2. Methodological approach 
 

2.1 Choice of study 
The choice of study derives from many years of interest in Africa, development and 

volunteerism. The starting point for the interest began during a high school exchange in 

Ghana followed by volunteering experiences in Ghana and India. Before, but especially 

during these experiences, the question of what role volunteerism plays in development was 

raised within me. When deciding to write this thesis on the topic of European volunteers in 

Ghana, this was the starting point. However, the topic had to be seized down to a manageable 

level and therefore the field research started with an idea of trying to understand what makes 

young Europeans become volunteers and how they see their experience as a volunteer. 

Deciding that with this purpose it is more interesting to let the empirical research guide the 

theoretical framework than to see the empirical research through a specific theoretical lens, 

only loose ideas on what theories to use were in mind during the research. With no specific 

topic but an overall understanding of the research area, the interviews therefore guided what 

direction the research would take. Interesting patterns were found in the interviews connected 

to the informants’ apprehensions of their role and function as volunteers, which therefore 

became the topic of the thesis. 

 

2.2 Validity and reliability  
Validity is a question of what theoretical basic assumptions the researcher has and not only 

what methods that should to be used. Asking if what is measured is really what is believed to 

be measured shows an assumption of a uniform social reality. However, if social phenomenon 

instead is believed to be able to be transformed, then validity becomes a question of manual 

skills; how well the researcher questions the material, defines perspectives and makes 

probable interpretations (Kvale 2009:261-267). It has therefore been important to clarify 

choices made in the thesis as well as why and how the empirical result has been interpreted 

the way it has been. By explaining procedures and showing examples of the quotations the 

analysis is based on, an opportunity has also been given to the reader to judge the validity by 

him/herself. 
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The focus of reliability is on the stability of the results; how different researchers can 

reproduce the same kind of studies and get the same result, as well as how consequent the 

results and interpretations are. Seen this way, objectivity is made equal to intersubjectivity, 

but that fact that several persons understand a phenomenon the same way is not an assurance 

of the “truth”. If objectivity instead is seen as a question of how well the result is appropriate 

for what is examined, then the semi structured interview as an interpretable, linguistic and 

interpersonal method becomes more objective than those that are uncontextualized in order to 

be reproduced (Kvale 2009:263-266). This study, where only a few persons are interviewed in 

a contemporary context, would be difficult to reproduce but considering the discussion above 

that does not make is less trustworthy.  

 

2.3 The case study 
The research is a qualitative study where the interviews are used as primary sources. It was 

carried out during a Minor Field Study in four towns in Ghana – the capital Accra (Greater 

Accra Region), Koforidua (Eastern Region), Komenda (Central Region) and Sunyani (Brong 

Afaho Region) and was performed during the period April – May 2010. It was based on 

interviews with 12 European (German, Belgian and Swedish) volunteers working in three 

non-governmental organizations; African Information Movement (AIM), AFS Intercultural 

Exchange Programs and PeaceWorks, as well as through observations done while visiting the 

work and home-sites of the volunteers. The choice fell on Ghana due to its political stability 

(FCO 2010) and its spread of western volunteers in the country, but also due to the 

researcher’s history there, with a believe that the knowledge about the country gathered 

during the years could be of benefit when performing the study. However, bearing the 

research purpose in mind, the study could have been performed in any other developing 

country in Africa.  

The reason why the choice of study fell on the three organizations mentioned was because of 

their difference in size and character, which was seen as a positive means for the research. 

Different types of organizations most likely mean different types of volunteers and different 

kinds of conditions for the volunteers. It was thought that the research would be more 

interesting with a focus on a heterogeneous group of informants instead of a homogenous 
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group. They all play the role of a volunteer no matter their surrounding conditions and the 

purpose was to study European volunteers in general (with only a few restrictions).     

 

2.3.1 Selection of informants 

The criteria for the selection of informants were to have citizenship of a European country, 

being under the age of 30 and have one of the three organizations mentioned either as their 

hosting organization and/or the headman of their work site. These criteria were highly 

important due to the purpose of the research. After explaining the criteria to the organizations, 

information was given on which volunteers that fulfilled them. In AIM it meant all the 

volunteers they had at the time, in AFS and PeaceWorks the volunteers that fulfilled the 

criteria were selected after geographical convenience. Concerning most features a wide range 

of informants was found and only one specifically unexpected detail was discovered; nine out 

of twelve informants originates from Germany. The German Federal Ministry for Economic 

Cooperation and Development has, through a public funded program called “Weltwärts”, 

enabled Germans between the age of 18-28 to work in an NGO in a developing country (BMZ 

2010). That could be a reason to why many informants turned out to be Germans. Volunteers 

with other nationalities have to pay approximately 35000 SEK (3500 euro) with AFS and 

28000 SEK (2800 euro) with PeaceWorks (AFS 2010, PeaceWorks 2010). Considering these 

facts, an effect could be that those volunteers that had to pay are more motivated in their 

voluntary experience.    

 

2.3.2 The interviews 

The volunteers selected - five from AIM, six from AFS and one from PeaceWorks (whereof 

seven female and five male) – are between the age of 19-29 (average 22 years) and the length 

of stay in Ghana ranged between 6-21 months (average 11 months). Four informants have a 

university degree and the rest have completed secondary school. Most of the interviews were 

conducted at the volunteers’ workplace, but due to practical reasons a few of them were held 

in the offices of the organizations. The interviews were done in a semi-structured way with 

each interview lasting between 1 – 1,5 hour. The language spoken in all interviews was 
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English and since none of the informants had English as their mother tongue, everyone had 

more or less the same opportunity to express themselves.  

The decision to conduct a few qualitative interviews instead of many quantitative or 

questionnaires was made with the idea that qualitative interviews would give a deeper 

understanding of the informants’ situation and therefore a better answer to the purpose of the 

research. A semi-structured interview, as compared to a structured interview, gives 

opportunities for an open-ended discussion where the informants can bring new perspectives 

to the interview and challenge the pre-understanding of the researcher (Teorell & Svensson 

2007:89).  

As a complement to the interviews, observations played an important role in order to get a 

deeper understanding of the situation the volunteers were in. When seeing their workplace, 

meeting their colleagues and being in their homes, it gave a stronger idea of why the volunteer 

might have answered the way s/he answered. Unfortunately, due to practical circumstances it 

was not possible to see the worksite or home of every volunteer.  

Being able to spend more time with the informants outside the interviews did not only give 

broad perspectives on their situations, but it was also apparent that the informants were able to 

speak more freely when they could spend more time with the researcher. It was also observed 

that the background of the researcher was a factor that gave many informants more comfort 

and trust to speak freely. It was said more than once that the fact that they could relate to the 

researcher - a young European that had been living in Ghana for a longer period of time and 

been a volunteer just like them – was important since they believed these factors made it 

easier to understand their situation. On the other hand – from the perspective of the researcher 

– being able to relate to the informants because of previous experiences could also be a 

problem since conditions and perspectives from my own point of view could be taken for 

granted and applied on the informants. Therefore a self-reflective consciousness on the role of 

an interviewer and researcher always had to be on mind. With an adoption of a hermeneutic 

position it means just that; I as a researcher am aware (to some extent) of my subjective 

effects. I accept its influence and always try to make it visible.   
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2.4 Method of analyzing  
Only a broad view on the purpose of the research was formulated when making the interview 

guide which, at the start of analyzing the interviews, made it clear that only parts of the 

interviews would be used in the thesis. The interviews were recorded and to enhance the 

analyzing those parts thought to be of interest in the thesis were transcribed. However, since 

transliteration is an interpretation in itself (Kvale 2007:200) it was important to use the 

recordings as the primary source.  

In order to keep the anonymity of the informants their names have been removed and places 

mentioned in the quotations have been de-identified. The quotations are direct re-productions 

of their words, including grammatical errors, but in order to enhance the understanding of the 

quotations in relation to the research purpose, they have at times been shortened. The problem 

with short quotations could be that they come out of context, which might cause a problem of 

understanding. Therefore an explanation of the circumstances around the informants’ 

reasoning has been done in those cases where it seemed to be needed.  

When analyzing the interviews a few interesting patterns were clear that could be related to 

the theories of postcolonialism and volunteer tourism. Due to the purpose of the thesis, it 

would be more interesting to focus on these patterns and the common denominators the 

informants showed instead of discussing the interviews individually. An analytical 

generalization is seen to be adequate only when arguments are declared and the reader 

him/herself can value the probability in the conclusions (Kvale 2009:282), therefore 

consideration has been taken on this throughout the thesis. After analyzing and examining the 

interviews by themselves an analytical framework of the mentioned theories was set up to 

frame and understand the answers of the informants. Since the empirical results was analyzed 

in itselves, the section of discussion was used as a way of deepening the analysis even more. 
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3. Theoretical framework    
 

3.1 Postcolonialism  
The discussion about the rise of a postmodern society has been long and much disputed. It has 

been surrounded by the meaning of the prefix post and what it is in our modern society. In the 

same way, the meaning of postcolonial has been surrounded by a confusing discussion due to 

difficulties in defining it. The prefix post might give associations that it only explains 

processes about an historical after the colonialism, but that would be to simplify it. If the 

modern colonialism involves conquests of geographical places, to discipline “natives” and 

establish a Western capitalism – the postcolonial analysis describes the effects of these 

processes. The core of the postcolonial thinking is that we, in our time, are much imprinted by 

the colonialism, that it never left the colonial powers or the colonized societies unaffected. On 

the contrary, it was deeply inscribed in them. The prefix post signifies therefore an attempt to 

think beyond those limitation and identities that were established during the colonialist era 

(Eriksson 2005:16).  

Postcolonial thinking has today become a widespread phenomenon and theory about how 

worldly matter relates to each other in the aftermath of colonialism. The discussions cover 

everything from subalternitiy and disalienation – meaning people that don’t belong to the 

white norm get an conscious or unconscious inferiority complex – to discussions on 

postcolonial feminism with a focus on the oppression of women in developing countries as 

well as a discussion on seeing the process of globalization from a postcolonial perspective. It 

also covers the mindset of people that belongs to the Western world and how we, in an era 

after the colonialism, relate to each other as well as to others and how we think about the 

world (Young 2003). 

 

3.1.1. The West and the Rest 

In the postcolonial aftermath Stuart Hall explains how the idea about a Western world to a 

large extent represents an idea so complex that it doesn’t have a univocal meaning. He claims 

that instead of a geographical position, West implies to a certain kind of society and level of 
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development. The West is an historical construction that has developed to become associated 

with notions and values about a developed, industrialized, urbanized and modern society. It is 

because of the qualities it has been ascribed with that makes it possible to distinguish societies 

in different categories, such as western and non-western. West is seen as “developed” and 

“modern” while non-western societies is seen as “underdeveloped” and “primitive”, which 

makes it easier to compare how much different societies have developed. It also gives a 

possibility to provide countries with a positive or negative signature. If the West is seen as 

developed, it means it is good and desirable meanwhile the non-Western, seen as 

underdeveloped, is bad and undesirable. In other words, it produces a certain kind of 

knowledge about a subject and certain attitudes towards it (Hall 1992:276-277).  

 

3.1.2 The distinction between Us and Them 

Highly recognized for his criticism against the Western way of contracting an image of the 

Orient, Edward Said explains how the Orient often is seen as a mystified unit which is inferior 

to the western civilization. The meaning of the word Orientalism, he explains, is that West has 

created a common approach towards the Orient which impregnates the image of them. He 

shows how the West has created an East as an oppositeness to itself, a counterpart. The 

position that the West has taken in relation to the East has contributed to the definition of the 

Western society. (Said 1979:3).  

Similar to Said’s discussion, Hall describes how the difference almost always gets to be the 

central theme in discussions about people and nations. “Difference matter because it is 

essential to meaning; without it, meaning could not exist” (Hall 1997:234). It is the difference 

that helps us separate the European from the African, the Western from the non-western, Us 

from Them. The core of the discussions of both the authors is the reasoning about Me and 

You. There is an I and a You that defines each other. My definition of You clarifies for both 

of us who we are, I am what You are not. 

 

3.1.3 “Uppers” and “lowers” 

Robert Chambers argues that people are taught these differences already in their early 

childhood. Students are often taught that people are not diverse but universally standardized 

and become entities to be counted or objects to be dissected. As compared to Hall’s 
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discussion on West as developed and the non-West as underdeveloped, they are taught that 

developed countries and its people belong to the “uppers” while developing countries and its 

people belong to the “lowers”. These differences have several signatures also on a personal 

level (Table 1, Chambers 2005:59-61). 

 

                Table 1: North and South, uppers and lowers (Chambers 2005:60) 

Dimension/context North, uppers South, lowers 

Spatial Core (urban, industrial) Periphery (rural, agricultural) 

   International and development The North  The South 
  IMF, World Bank Poor countries 
  Donors Recipients 
  Creditors Debtors 
  Outsiders, professional Local person 
Inborn and social Male Female 

 
White Black 

 

High ethnic or caste 
group Local ethnic or caste group 

Life cycle Old person Young person 
  Parent Child 
  Mother-in-law Daughter-in-law 
Bureaucratic organization Senior Junior 

 
Manager Worker 

 
Official Supplicant 

 
Patron Client 

 
Officer Other rank 

 
Warden, guard Inmate, prisoner 

Social, spiritual Patron Client 
  Priest Lay person 
  Guru Disciple 
  Doctor, psychiatrist Patient 
Teaching and learning Master Apprentice 

 
Lecturer Student 

  Teacher Pupil 

 

Put in the context of developing aid, Maria Eriksson Baaz explains how Western aid workers 

in developing countries often position themselves as developed and superior in contrast to the 

backward and inferior locals. Described as “the backward Other and the omniscient Self” she 

explains how this image of superiority comes from the idea of development itself and that 

Europe “has come so much further”. Development is characterized by a tension between an 

idea of “immanent process” and “intentional practice”. Meanwhile development aid is based on 

the latter, the identity of development workers are also shaped by discourses of evolutionary 
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development. This entails that the backwardness of the Other is not only attributed to common 

definitions of development such as size of GDP, low levels of income growth, people living 

under the poverty line or low technology, but rather to a more general backwardness in 

knowledge, moral and practices. This image of superiority of the Self also provides a meaning 

of helping through development work (Eriksson Baaz 2002:130-135, 208-209).  

Chambers explains how this pattern can be diffracted by “putting the first last”. The westerners 

in question need to reverse the power of uppers so that people rather that things are put first 

and lowers are put before uppers. This includes a physical act as well as a mental awareness. 

Disempowerment, he explains, is a gain – a type of liberation – rather than a loss. As 

“professionals” (a term used by Chambers to explain the complexity between being an 

educated aid worker, with its systematical knowledge, and at the same time understand and 

serve the local, diverse, dynamic and unpredictable realities of the poor) all westerners working 

in the aid sector need to change their behavior and put themselves last (Chambers 2005:33, 

234-237). 

 

3.2 Volunteer tourism 

3.2.1 Conventional tourism - alternative tourism 

Tourism is essentially a modern western phenomenon which has evolved from pre-modernism 

through post-modernism and it differs significantly from non-western forms of travel due to 

its relation to modernity and its signatures. However, the way in which parts of western 

tourism is done has lately shifted tremendously, from being an industry based on a service 

economy to an economy that today is mainly based on experiences. In the new form of 

tourism, products and services are no longer valued as much as the experience the tourism 

product gives. The experiences are based on giving the tourists memorable and personal 

products that stimulates their feelings, which includes a diversity of touristic forms; nature, 

green, special interest and ecotourism amongst others. (Shaw & Williams 204:45, Wearing 

2002:22). 

Volunteer tourism is one kind of this new and “alternative” form of travelling. Lately, in an 

era of postcolonialism, tourists from the western world have become more aware of 

themselves and the roles they play when leaving their home country for a foreign society and 



15 

 

therefore this form of travelling has become more popular. According to Stephen Wearing, 

the term ‘volunteer tourism’ applies to “those tourists who, for various reasons, volunteer in 

an organized way to undertake holidays that might involve aiding or alleviating the material 

poverty of some groups in society, the restoration of certain environments or research into 

aspects of society or environment.” (Wearing 2002:1). What attracts people to voluntary 

tourism is a wish of travelling with a wider purpose (for example to help in developing 

countries) than what is done within conventional tourism. What makes this type of tourism 

different from conventional tourism is also that the volunteers seek an experience that is 

mutually beneficial, that will not only contribute to their personal development but also to the 

social, natural and/or economic environments in which they participate (Wearing 2002:3). 

 

3.2.2 The growth of the Self 

Wearing also emphasizes the importance of the factor of personal development within 

volunteer tourism. He explains how volunteers are subjected to (and by) a tourism experience 

which is a learning-process, where the experience in itself has an impact on the formation of 

volunteers’ values and therefore their sense of identity (Wearing 2002:86-87). Discussing it as 

the growth of the Self, he claims that central to the leisure motivation is often the need to 

‘escape’ from one’s everyday life circumstances and search for a personal meaning. The 

experience offer a potential for a lifestyle change since it entails a dropping out of the turmoil 

of everyday existence for “something alien, untouchable, out of the ordinary...an island of life 

which determines its beginning and end according to its own formative powers” (Wearing 

2002:93). The experience creates challenges which, when overcome, brings satisfaction and a 

sense of personal control. When this happens and the experience through reflection extends 

beyond ‘the island of the adventure to everyday life’, the voluntary experience can be seen as 

a way of learning through experiences which influences the volunteers’ identity (Wearing 

2002: 93-94). Therefore, the effect the voluntary experience has on the individual is all about 

to become, not to be (Wearing 2002:138). 

Wearing continues to argue that when personal development, the growth of the Self, is seen as 

a learning process the outcome for the volunteer can be grouped into four categories: (1) 

personal awareness and learning; (2) interpersonal awareness and learning; (3) confidence; 

and (4) self-contentment. Personal awareness and learning includes a wider awareness of Self, 
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as well as values, beliefs, abilities and limitations. It also incorporates awareness and learning 

in areas of culture and development, a wider understanding of cultures as well as development 

countries and development issues. Interpersonal awareness and learning relates to an 

awareness and appreciation of other people, which might result in a behavioural change. 

Confidence includes a stronger belief in one’s Self, abilities and skills as well as a confidence 

in organizing oneself and a greater self-assurance and determination. Last but not least, self-

contentment relates to a stronger sense of Self and is reflected in an individual’s perception of 

oneself. It can be recognized by being more relaxed, emotionally comfortable and enhanced 

individuality (Wearing 2002:126-131).  

 

3.2.3 Hierarchies within tourism 

Hierarchies within tourism is a common phenomenon, according to Peter Smekal. He claims 

that the roles of a tourist, traveller or resident can be seen as separate elements in a system of 

social categorization and self-identification. The hierarchies are clear; most tourists would not 

exclaim ‘I don’t live here, I’m only a tourist!’ but rather want to identify themselves as a ‘real 

traveller’ or a ‘resident’ of the country they are visiting.  That shows ‘knowledge’ and the 

‘resident’ is seen as a knowledgeable person, someone that understands much more of the 

language and the local culture than the tourist – which is something to strive for (Smekal 

2006:332-333). 

Elizabeth Edwards points out that “knowledge and understanding gained by contact with the 

‘Other’ [...] makes one a better human being, having some sort of life-enhancing ‘spiritual 

capital’” (Edwards 1996:201). This ‘spiritual capital’ is a knowledge that not only enhances 

the power and prestige of its owner, but also changes the tourist through experiences. 

Contacts and relationships with local people as well as journeys to far away areas can be 

transformed into ‘knowledge and understanding’ – inside information that is extremely 

valuable in the hierarchy of tourism. Many tourist also ‘evaluates’ each other in terms of how 

much they know about the local context and naturally the one who knows the least, the 

‘tourist’, is someone to pity (Smekal 2006:334-335). 
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4. The organizations and their volunteers 
 
The three organizations in the research are all part of international networks but are different 

both in size and their work. For AIM, the primary focus is the aid work they do for the society 

and their volunteers only have a secondary focus, meanwhile for AFS and PeaceWorks the 

voluntary service is the primary focus and an aim in itself. However, since the study does not 

intend to focus on the organizations, only a short introduction to the organizations follows 

with a focus on their European volunteers. 

 

4.1 African Information Movement 
Founded in 2006 and situated in a small community called Komenda, AIM is an 

independently working NGO in partnership with AIM in Germany. Their vision is to 

empower the youth in the Komenda-Edina-Eguafo-Abrem Municipal Assembly and to make 

their communities an attractive place to live in. The main project is to build a computer-

training center for the youth of Komenda, but other projects such as setting up and run an 

internet café and have Youth Clubs with various themes are also done by the organization 

(AIM 2010). 

The five volunteers at AIM are all Germans, live together in two houses in Komenda and are 

closely connected to the community because of their living conditions. The work done by the 

volunteers includes the maintenance of the Youth Clubs (film-workshops, music-workshops 

and studio recordings, creative arts-workshop, making a youth magazine and computer 

classes) as well as setting up and maintaining the internet café. The volunteer placements last 

between 9 – 21 months.     

 

4.2 AFS Intercultural Exchange Programs  
AFS is an international NGO that provides intercultural learning opportunities to help people 

develop the knowledge, skills and understanding that is needed to create a more just and 

peaceful world. The history of the organization dates back to 1914 when it started an 

ambulance section in France to transport war victims during World War I. During the years 
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that have passed since, it developed into an organization working with youth exchange, 

through high school programs and voluntary services. The voluntary service program called 

Community Service started in the beginning of the 1990s and today it includes 52 countries. It 

is one of the biggest organizations in the world promoting peace through exchange programs 

(AFS 2010). AFS Ghana was founded in 1967 but it was not until 1998 they started to host 

international volunteers. Today they host around 40 volunteers every year, with each 

voluntary placement lasting between 6-12 months (Otchere 2009).  

The volunteers working in Ghana through AFS do not work directly for AFS but are placed at 

different work sites across the country. The six volunteers chosen for this research come from 

Germany and Belgium and are placed in the cities of Accra, Koforidua and Sunyani where 

they live in Ghanaian host families. They are all working as teachers but at different levels 

and in different subject. They teach literacy, English, French and Math in Kindergarten, 

Primary School, Junior High School as well as to street children and in Budumburam Liberian 

refugee camp. The volunteer placements last between 6-12 months.    

 

4.3 PeaceWorks 
PeaceWorks is the Swedish committee in the federation of International Cultural Youth 

Exchange (ICYE), which was founded in 1949 as a program for reconciliation between USA 

and Germany after World War II. Today it has independent committees in 35 countries, the 

Swedish part was founded in 1974 and said to be an NGO working for peace by and for 

young people through dreams of a sustainable world in peace. The organization is working 

mainly in three areas; international volunteer exchange, local society unions in Sweden and 

peace education (PeaceWorks 2010).  

Every year PeaceWorks sends approximately 40 young Swedish people on an international 

voluntary service. The volunteer involved in this research was sent by PeaceWorks to Ghana 

through ICYE, with a placement as a French teacher at a Junior High School in a suburb of 

Accra. The volunteer is living with a Ghanaian host family close to the worksite. The 

volunteer placement lasts for 10 months. 
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5. Understanding the volunteering experience 

 

5.1 The concept of volunteering 
When the informants were asked about their understanding of the concept of volunteering, the 

answers were similar. The understanding that dominated, expressed by six informants, was 

that being a volunteer implies that you learn and you give through, as some called it, an 

exchange. 

For me it’s on the one hand side learning about a new culture, the people in a new 
country, about the mind of the people who are living here, everything learning 
from them. And on the other side, giving what you can give. So it’s like an 
exchange. (Interview 5) 

[…] it means you go somewhere, you try to make an impact on people at the same 
time as you learn a lot yourself, you develop yourself. […]  You get a lot from it 
at the same time as you can make a big impact, or at least a small impact, on many 
people’s life, by showing your own values, what you believe in and how you 
work, who you are. I can teach people a b c d, I can teach what is five times two, 
but I think it’s not the reason why I’m here. I think I should share about who I am, 
my heritage, my values, my morals, my ethics and ideas that I have. (Interview 
10) 

The concept also includes the factor of helping people, mentioned by five informants. One of 

them expressed his/her way of understanding the concept as “volunteering is work and help 

people and don’t expect something back” (Interview 11). Two others also explained that it 

means doing something you have an interest for as well as doing it for free and by your own 

will (Interview 2 & 3). 

 

5.2 Motives behind the volunteering experience 
When asking the volunteers why they decided to leave their home countries and come to 

Ghana to do a voluntary service, the answers differed but the majority of the answers came 

within the framework of developing yourself. They covered the factors said to be included in 

the understanding of the concept of volunteering, but also added other factors to it. Their way 

of answering the questions tended at times to be reflected by the fact that they had already 

spent some months in Ghana, but the core of their answers related to how they saw the issue 
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before going to Ghana. Some informants had only one motive but most of them had several. 

All motives are enumerated as separate motives and arranged from the most common to the 

least common answer.  

The cultural experience is distinctively an important factor expressed by seven informants as 

a reason to why they became a volunteer. They wanted to see a different country, a country in 

which they can experience things that they cannot experience in their home countries. When 

asking one of the volunteers why s/he left the comfort of the home country for an unknown 

place, the answer did not focus on the volunteering experience in terms of working, but rather 

on the interesting things s/he experiences when the own culture and the Ghanaian culture 

comes together in what s/he calls an ‘intercultural exchange’:  

[…] getting in contact with the local people, the intercultural exchange. […] For 
example I met an old old woman and she was so intelligent. She knows both 
systems, the [home country] one and the African one. We were talking two or 
three hours about this. I think this exchange it could never happen [if] you don’t 
do such a voluntary service. You don’t get the ideas from these people and you 
can’t spread your ideas or share your ideas. (Interview 5) 

To learn was also shown to be an important factor for why six of the informants left their 

home countries for a volunteering experience. In relation to the cultural experience it means 

they learn about a new culture, but it was also expressed as a way of generally broaden one’s 

perspectives and learn that things can work in different ways than you are used to.   

All in all you live in a different culture, that means things who are normal for you 
in [home country] you can’t say it’s working here, it’s different. So you learn a lot 
of new things about a new culture and when you learn about a new culture you 
learn a lot of new behavior, new ways of thinking. Something that is clear for [the 
people of the home country] is totally different here. (Interview 1) 

[…] it’s the best decision I ever took in my life, to do this year. Because I learnt 
so much, I never learnt so much in a short time before. About myself, about 
people, about the country, about politics, about everything. (Interview 9) 

Also important is the learning-factor about Africa. Some of the informants expressed that the 

media back at home shows a wrong image of Africa which spreads untrue stories about the 

continent which affects peoples’ way of thinking about it. Therefore it was important for them 

to come to Ghana to see and learn by themselves. One of the informants expressed that: 

I thought I was open-minded when I was in [home country], try to inform myself 
a lot about the situation here. But I saw when I came here it’s completely 
different. It’s because of the media, we can’t inform ourselves a lot, you will 
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never get a clear image of what is going on. For me it was important to see it by 
myself. (Interview 5)   

To come, learn and see for yourself also includes bringing back one’s knowledge and kill 

prejudices about Africa in their home country. 

[…] For me it’s… why I came here, especially to Africa, I think we don’t know 
anything about Africa. We have those pictures in our minds of those children, the 
hungry, desert, small huts. I just wanted to know how it really is. And also bring it 
back to [home country] to destroy this funny picture. (Interview 6) 

To get professional experience is another important reason for four of the informants, in 

order to try out different working methods and find out what kind of profession they want to 

have in the future. One informant expressed that s/he became a volunteer because “I think the 

role as a volunteer is very good because you are a volunteer, you are not a professional so you 

can experience a lot of things and trying out” (Interview 3). They also expressed it as a way of 

improving your working record in order to be able to work in the aid sector in the future. 

A small amount of me was strategically when I went to Ghana because I see it as 
an opening door into a new working world in which I will need to be involved in 
an organization; I need to be a volunteer. (Interview 10) 

[…] I want to work in the development aid sector and you have to have some 
experience in one of those countries before you get a job. And I think it’s 
necessary to have experience because then you know more or less what you are 
talking about. (Interview 7) 

Three informants expressed that personal development was a reason for why they became 

volunteers. However, read between the lines in the previous answers about cultural 

experience, learning and professional experience, it could be understood that other volunteers 

also had this as a (sometimes unconscious) reason.  The personal development was expressed 

by one informant as: 

[…] for me this year is the biggest experience I’ve ever made. In one week I have 
so many new things, like in one year in [home country]. So if I compare this 
experience what I get in one week compared to one week in [home country], it’s 
crazy. So I think this year is just good for your personal development. (Interview 
5) 

Another informant explained how the personal development s/he was looking for was more 

about satisfaction and feeling proud of him/herself.   

You can talk about it [to go abroad as a volunteer] all the time but you still have to 
do it. So by just doing it you feel proud of yourself that you have achieved 
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something for yourself. […] It’s not like if you do some volunteering you will 
suddenly change a lot of things, but if you can at least help somebody I think it’s 
also nice towards yourself that you can say that ‘I helped this one or this one’. 
(Interview 12) 

Three informants explained that it was the urge to help that made them become volunteers. 

One of them said that s/he wanted to help in any way s/he can help, the other expressed a 

feeling of wanting to help for his/her own satisfaction, but not completely knowing how. “I 

wanted to help because by helping you will have a nice experience, but I didn’t want to help 

the school or… I didn’t have like really nice ideas about helping lot of people or stuff like 

this” (Interview 11). 

The third informant expressed how s/he already as a child was told about Africa and the 

problems they face. It made him/her think about it and has followed him/her later in life. 

[…] mostly because you get stories about children of the same age, then you start 
realizing how much luck you have and how spoilt you are and stuff like that. And 
then you see children who have to walk for miles to get some water or something, 
you just feel like maybe I can help there, do something for these people. 
(Interview 12) 

A specific interest in Africa was expressed by two informants as a reason for why they 

became volunteers. One of them explained that the curiosity for Africa that had been with 

him/her since childhood was what drew him/her to Ghana. 

In my very early child years I was very interested in Indians and Africans, like the 
really original people who have been robbed by us the Europeans. I was 
fascinated by them. When I worked in [city in home country] in the voluntary 
service there I got to know more Ghanaians and Gambians so I started to see 
maybe more sides […] I did a lot of researching, so I said ok I have to go there. 
(Interview 3)  

One informant expressed that it was important to be able to identify with the project of the 

organization. Therefore it became one of his/her main reasons to come to Ghana. 

For me it was more important that I identify myself with the project, for that I 
came to [host organization]. I was looking for a project where I can work with 
young people, that was what I did in [home town]. So I was happy to find an 
organization that works with young people and want to work against 
unemployment, I though perfect that’s my project. (Interview 1) 

The obligation to do a national service was a reason for another informant. S/he explained 

that s/he had to do one year national service and the choices s/he had were three; to do it in 
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the military in Germany, in the social sector in Germany or in the social sector abroad. Since 

the German government has enabled young Germans to volunteer in an organization in a 

developing country without paying for it, s/he saw it as the best option. 

When I heard what [host organization] is doing, for sure there were some things in 
my mind what I can do there. But it was not my target when I decided to go 
abroad. It was just that I don’t want to stay in [home country], I have to see 
something new. I have to take this one year as a chance, because I have to do the 
year and I thought I have to get the best out of it. So it was not that I have to go in 
the world and change something. (Interview 4) 

 

5.2.1 A wish of making a difference 

Some volunteers expressed that in the interest of doing a voluntary service came a general 

wish of being able to make a difference. The difference could be read in between all the 

previous answers and was mainly formulated as a way of having an impact on the way 

Ghanaians think by influencing the people around them. One informant explained it as a way 

of being able to share his/her values with the locals to make them aware of other ways of 

thinking. 

I think I should share about who I am, my heritage, my values, my ethics, and 
ideas that I have. Not only me, the entire white European or Western population. 
That’s how you can make a bigger impact, you can share ‘this we don’t do at 
home’, ‘Why?’ they may ask. ‘Because of this and this and this.’ And then they 
might think ‘ok, this is not the only way the world works’. To widen their own 
perspectives somehow, because they are so stuck here somehow into their own 
way of thinking, they actually don’t think by themselves. […] In class one to six 
here in Ghana, if I ask them ‘what is electricity?’ they will answer the exact same 
answer: ‘electricity is the power that gives light and causes machines to work’. 
Literally the same answer. And then you can ask ‘what is power?’ and they can’t 
answer it. ‘What is machine?’ They can’t even answer that. So they don’t know 
what they are taught, they are just taught to learn for the exams. And I think on 
that we have a very different point of view in [home country], we start early with 
critical thinking. In order for Ghana to become great they need to challenge their 
own system somehow. (Interview 10) 

Another informant expressed the difference s/he wants to make more in a way of letting the 

locals see their lives from his/her perspective. S/he feels they sometimes pity themselves for 

being born where they are and that they are not living a good life compared to him/her.  

The most important thing is the intercultural communication. That they get to 
know more about their own strength and more about their own power they are 
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having, and that it is not so nice in [home country] and that they are not having so 
many opportunities there and it’s very hard to get a job there. To put this in their 
mind and to tell them that when you have an education and when you go to school 
you can start this and this. To tell them they also have opportunities here in 
Ghana. More knowing that it is not all that easy in [home country], in Europe. I 
don’t like they always have the opinion that when I go to Europe everything will 
be alright. But then you see the Africans are most working in toilets in 
McDonalds or something. (Interview 3) 

 

5.3 The volunteers’ view on westerners in Ghana 
When asking the informants the question ‘what are the main reasons for why you became a 

volunteer in Ghana?’ a majority answered differently than when asking ‘why do you think 

young people from the western world decide to become volunteers in Ghana?’. The three 

informants that said they did it due to a wish of helping gave the same reasons to why others 

do it. Two informants that did it because of the cultural experience also had the same answer 

to why others do it. The rest though, seven informants, gave different answers to the 

questions. While they expressed they did it due to the cultural experience, to learn and for 

personal development, they all meant that others do it mainly due to a wish of helping people 

in Ghana. 

[…] most of the time it is because you want to help something, or that you want to 
achieve something, to do something for the people. Don’t know how often it’s 
working out, or how many volunteers are failing with these ideas, but I think the 
idea is always there. (Interview 5) 

Many people do it for the idealism of helping people in need, but I think that’s 
also…maybe the majority does it for the personal experience. This in combination 
with the helping-feeling that they have. (Interview 10) 

At the same time, a majority of the informants had a negative image of other westerners in 

Ghana. Eight of them expressed in different ways that they often do not like other westerners, 

including volunteers, coming to Ghana because of the way they act.  

I met a German guy, he works in [work place] for six months. He has never even 
tried a Ghanaian local dish, he lives in a three room flat in [district of Accra], he 
has a private driver, the only food he likes in Ghana is Frankies, hamburgers and 
stuff. He doesn’t know anything about the twi or any language here. It’s really 
like he is in Ghana but his mind is in Germany. When you come as a volunteer 
you really have to enter it, you really have to be here with your mind, your body 
and your heart, otherwise it won’t work out. (Interview 10)  
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[…] the discussions when you are together with a big group [of Westerners], it’s 
always the same. Anybody knows any problems, anything going wrong or 
whatever. They are talking too much and they try to analyze everything, it’s very 
deep talking. With the people here it’s not so deep but it’s also very nice not to go 
this deep in something. But the white people, also the white volunteers I’ve met 
here, they try to analyze everything very deep, the whole world system. […] So I 
try to stay with the local people, it’s more nicer. (Interview 5) 

When I saw tourists I felt somehow, not embarrassed but… You know when you 
see here in Africa those very very poor people and then you see those tourists 
who…everybody has a camera, everybody is dressed very nicely and...yeah…and 
they are always moving in one group. Sometimes I’m wondering if they even try 
to integrate somehow in the Ghanaian culture or they just go to tourist places. 
(Interview 8) 

 

5.4 Effects of the voluntary experience on the volunteer 

5.4.1 A learning experience 

All informants expressed that the knowledge they have got about Ghana and its culture when 

getting an inside look in another part of the world is an important outcome of the voluntary 

experience. For some, it means getting a more positive image of the country and continent 

than what they used to have. One of the informants explained that when his/her friends back 

home asked if you in Ghana can see “children walking with their underwear and fat bellies” 

(Interview 12) s/he answered that you don’t often see that. S/he continued explaining that s/he 

likes it more now than before coming there because “[…] at least now you see that it’s not all 

bad about Africa” (Interview 12). Another informant had the same point in a statement when 

saying that:  

It’s not as bad as you think it is [in Ghana], it’s actually people living here, they 
don’t live in trees. That’s not what I thought but… I mean in general the input you 
get when living in Europe about Africa is negative. People are suffering. Well 
they are, many people are suffering, but it’s not as bad as you think. […] You 
have to go here to know. […] if you have been to one of these West African 
countries you will change your mind and know how it is. What the television, the 
internet [shows], it helps but…I think you need to be here. (Interview 10) 

A third informant expressed his/her amazement when learning that many people in Ghana 

have materialistic things, just like in Europe.  

[…] when I came here and saw how much they have… Everybody has a mobile 
phone, it doesn’t matter how poor you are. And if you see people on the streets, 
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the way they dress, a lot of people you can’t even tell if they are poor or rich. 
That’s something I didn’t know before coming and it’s very surprising to me. 
(Interview 6) 

Getting to know these things about the other culture is good but sharing ideas with its people 

improves the learning even more, a fourth volunteer claimed. 

You meet also a lot of people who have different ideas than you and sometimes 
you have confrontation about it, discussion, but after a while you start realizing 
why people think like that. Because they grew up here and nobody can always 
have the same thoughts you have. So it’s good to have discussions but you start to 
respect after a while a lot of opinions, even if it’s not the same as yours you start 
to respect it because you can see how they have the ideas. (Interview 12) 

Another effect of the voluntary experience is that all informants except one feel that the 

experience has given them an increased understanding on development issues. The 

volunteering experience has made them start to think and get ideas on how development is 

done today, its benefits and disadvantages. One informant explained how s/he first thought 

that it would be great if the Ghanaians could have the same kind of development as in Europe, 

but when coming to Ghana changed his/her mind. 

[…] now I see there are also lots of problems we are bringing with our way of 
development. If we bring the western development like spreading the internet, or 
the system of democracy, it’s not really working out. The way we try to develop is 
the western way. I think most of the time it goes a little bit wrong because it’s not 
the right system. (Interview 5) 

Two other informants also explained how their way of seeing development issues is different 

now than before they became volunteers. 

[Now] I see more difficulties in the development help in general. I can see why 
we are working since more than 50-60 years now in the development help in 
Africa, it’s not easy. I don’t know if it’s even possible to do it with money or in 
the way we are doing right now. I was thinking education is very important, every 
single child has the opportunity to go to school. And that the economic ways 
should be changed. […] We have to help them develop their own economy, not 
just putting money into it and see what they will do with it. (Interview 3)  

[I used to think] we have to help them to help themselves, to develop themselves. 
We should maybe give them money and guide them, give expertise or something, 
but we shouldn’t do it for them. They wouldn’t be ready to experience it. And 
then what I think now is… Ghana, they have a lot of issues, but they don’t 
concentrate on the most important things. (Interview 6)   
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As part of the increased knowledge on development issues, some of the informants also feel 

the insight in development aid work they get from working for an NGO is an important new 

knowledge. They learn how development work is done from a Western perspective and on a 

grass-root level in Ghana. When asked how they see the organization they are working for 

they all showed a deep insight in the organizations and good knowledge about them. Except 

for seeing the work from an “outside”-perspective they gave ideas on how parts of the work 

they consider as less good could be improved. Some of them also expressed that it is because 

they are volunteers and not professionals that they are able to see the organizations’ work 

from this point of view.  

[…] I learn, I can try things, I learn it by doing. I can try. And maybe it’s also 
good because if I would already have the knowledge, the profession, I would have 
like a fixed… I would ’oh I learnt it this way so this is the correct way’. I would 
be stuck and always want to do it this way. And maybe it’s not working the way I 
learnt it so I have to try new things. Maybe I’m then more open and more flexible 
for new things. (Interview 8)  

One informant explained how s/he, when going on a work-related trip abroad during the 

voluntary service, had to pass his/her home country. S/he spent one day there and met 

relatives and friends. S/he was happy to see them but explained the feeling s/he had when 

realizing that all the knowledge gained in Ghana was difficult to share with them because the 

difference within him/her was so big.  

It was just half a year I did not saw them but when we started talking they were 
very interested but they also… I could feel that something in the way of talking 
changed. It’s not that I watched them from above, it was still one level. But you 
could see they are so different. Like questions you would never think about, but 
when you remember back; oh I was thinking like them too. (Interview 5) 

 

5.4.2 Spending time with ‘equals’ 

Some of the volunteers expressed a curiosity of getting to know the “unknown” better, but 

quite a few also showed a desire to spend a lot of time with other volunteers instead of 

Ghanaians. One of the informants expressed that the reason why s/he want to spend more time 

with other volunteers is because “Sometimes I’m European throughout, I need to talk about 

things that matters to me. With Ghanaians it’s usually a more lighthearted relationship, not 

that serious” (Interview 10). Another volunteer had a long explanation on why s/he also 

spends more time with other volunteers than with the locals. 
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Informant: We also have some more close friends, like white people, and we 
spend a lot of time with the volunteers.  

Question: What about with the Ghanaians? 

I: It’s less, it’s really less. But for me I don’t have too much Ghanaian friends and 
for me it’s out of communication reasons. I can communicate with them but I 
can’t talk about anything with them […] 

Q: Why do you think it’s like that? 

I: Because they are…mostly doing the small talk and then it doesn’t go deeper, I 
don’t know why. It’s not really everyone but with most of them. And we just 
don’t find any topic to talk about, because I think… I never wanted to say this but 
sometimes I feel like they just don’t know anything about the topics. I don’t 
know. Like… it’s hard to describe. But for example one time I met a [Ghanaian] 
friend of [another volunteer] that she knows for long. We met him at [a place in 
Ghana] and we spent some days together. With this guy, we had topics. The 
whole day we could talk about things, and he knew a lot. One whole day we could 
talk about solar power. So with most of the Ghanaians I meet I can’t talk about 
solar power. It’s really difficult to find topics to talk on which go further than ‘oh 
it’s a nice day’ and ‘it’s hot today’ […] That’s what every conversation is about. 
But I don’t feel like I’m separated from the Ghanaians, so I still feel into it but just 
that it’s hard for me to do really good conversations with them. So I also enjoy 
have the other volunteers around […]. (Interview 4)      

 

5.4.3 Making an impact 

As mentioned earlier, many of the informants had a wish of being able to make an impact on 

Ghanaians before becoming a volunteer. When asking them if they now feel they have made 

any positive impact they all answered that they believe so. They feel that the work they do for 

their organizations and its effects on the society, as well as the fact that they think differently 

because they are foreigners, are helping them to have an impact. Even if the impact does not 

always have a major effect they feel they help to make a change in the society and to change 

the mindset of the Ghanaians around them. 

It is in a way small [the impact], you can’t change the whole problem. You can 
have it as a wish or a dream it’s good, maybe then achieve something small. But I 
think you can still change something small and they are also happy with it. For me 
it was to give the children a platform, for [another volunteer] to spread the 
internet. (Interview 5) 

The same informant continued to explain what s/he does to interact with the locals in order to 

have an impact on the way they think: 
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Some also have this really strange image of obrunis [white people], that he is so 
rich or whatever. When I walk on the street and someone is calling me I really try 
to…the funny thing is you can change the image in five minutes or two minutes if 
you are nice to the person, you talk to the person, you are interested in the words 
the person is saying. (Interview 5)    

When they were asked if they, as volunteers, feel they have any effect on developmental 

issues in general, the first reaction for most of the informants was that development issues is 

too big and wide for volunteers to be have any impact on. They are in Ghana mainly to learn 

and not to work as development aid workers and improve the literacy rate, poverty and such. 

However, when they continued thinking about the question, almost all of them changed their 

minds and expressed that they do think they have an impact on developmental issues. In the 

end eight informants expressed they have a positive impact on developmental issues. The 

answers were connected to the previous statement about impact on the local society; if they 

have an impact on the locals because of their mindset and their work in the organizations it 

has to imply they also have an impact on developmental issues in general.  

I don’t think so, not really [that s/he has an impact on development issues]. Or 
maybe in a very small way. I don’t know. Actually, for example. We set up this 
cyber café, it’s kind of development. There was no internet before here so now 
they have access to internet. And mainly volunteers were involved to put this up. 
So yes, actually if you look at it this way they are involved. But in small 
dimensions I think, because they can’t do anything in bigger dimensions. 
(Interview 4) 

The impact they have on development issues also includes other aspects. Mentioned was that 

volunteers help to run projects, which is good for the organizations and their work. They also 

bring new ideas to the organizations and the development sector which in the long run has an 

effect on the development of the country. 

They [the volunteers] bring up new ideas and are probably very open minded and 
just takes situations differently I think than maybe professional workers who has 
been development aid workers for probably many years. I think […] you 
[professional aid workers] become [stuck] in a certain routine. Maybe you don’t 
see any other way of doing it anymore because you are so used to your own 
structure and your own mind, then you get little narrow minded. In development 
aid you have to be very flexible and creative and innovative so maybe the more 
people are doing it, the more ideas you are getting. So you probably get more 
positive ideas than if only few people were engaged in this. The more ideas you 
have, the chance is bigger that you get positive ideas, useful ideas, than if you 
would take away all those volunteers. (Interview 7) 
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Since they learn a lot about development issues, another function volunteers have that was 

expressed was that they can bring back knowledge on the issue when returning to their home 

countries. In that way they help improving the development aid sector in Europe. One 

informant expressed it as “[…] I think the volunteers make an impact by observing the culture 

and understanding how things work here and maybe or hopefully reporting them back to their 

home countries so that people would listen to them” (Interview 7). Another volunteer 

discussed the same issue but went further and said “[…] volunteering has to me become part 

of doing development, it’s like people who have been here are able to choose or to decide 

whether development aid or any development service is senseful, useful or not” (Interview 4). 

  



31 

 

6. Discussing the volunteering experience 

 

6.1 The importance of growth 
Volunteer tourism includes, as Wearing explained, tourists that volunteer or undertake 

holidays that might involve aiding or alleviating poverty and what attracts people to it is a 

wish of travelling with a wider purpose. It is thought to be mutual beneficial – contributing 

both to the personal development but also to the social, natural and/or economic environments 

in which they work (Wearing 2002:1-3). The informants show a compliance with this idea 

when explaining that they understand the concept of volunteering mainly as an exchange 

where you learn from the people and the experience (personal development) and give to the 

people (social, natural and/or economic environment). Also, the major reasons they have for 

becoming volunteers are consistent with Wearing’s theory; to get a cultural experience, to 

learn, to get professional experience, personal development, to help, having an interest in 

Africa, indentifying with the project or doing a national service. 

When looking closer at the answers of the informants, the growth of the Self (Wearing 2002: 

86-87) is understood to be a very important factor for why the informants became volunteers. 

It includes many of those things the informants counted as influencing factors - cultural 

experience, learning, professional experience and, to some extent, helping others -  factors 

that makes one develop him/herself. When a discussion was held with one of the informants 

while visiting a project s/he was working in, an additional factor for this reasoning - that the 

volunteering experience has a lot to do with the growth the of volunteer him/herself - was 

made clear. S/he was producing an item together with Ghanaians included in the project that 

was going to be sold to the public. The informant explained how s/he only let the talented 

Ghanaians in the projects lift their voice, because it was important that the final result became 

something s/he could be proud of, not something people would buy from an NGO just for 

charity. It could not be more obvious that the volunteering experience for this informant had a 

lot to do with her/his own growth, to be able to come out of the volunteering experience and 

feel proud because of her/his achievements.   
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Wearing explains that the outcome of volunteer tourism mainly includes (1) personal 

awareness and learning, (2) interpersonal awareness and learning, (3) confidence and (4) self-

contentment (Wearing 2002:126). Looking at the informants’ view of the outcome it 

resembles Wearing’s discussion (with a focus on personal awareness and learning as well as 

self-contentment), since they express that the outcome focuses on the learning they get from 

it, the knowledge on development issues and insight in development aid work, with the effects 

that they are able to have an impact on Ghanaians around them and on development as a 

whole. 

  

6.2 Separation from other westerners 
Besides understanding the growth of the volunteer as an important factor, an interesting 

complexity is seen when realizing that a negative view of other westerners is visible in some 

of the informants’ answers. Smekal’s (2006) discussion on “hierarchies in tourism” is most 

likely an explanation to why the informants do not want to identify themselves with other 

westerners. According to Smekal tourists are evaluated by how much they know about the 

local context and the examples the informants give of other westerners are mainly negative 

due to how they feel they act – they don’t try to enter the local culture, act like the Ghanaians, 

live like them, eat like them, or as one of them explained, they act as tourists – everybody has 

a camera, is dressed nicely and move in one group (Interview 8). To instead be a volunteer – 

someone that tries to integrate with the locals, the ‘Other’, enhances your knowledge and 

understanding which is ranked higher and makes you a better human being (Edwards 

1996:201).  

Another possible explanation can be seen in the context of postcolonialism. Today the world – 

especially the western world – has been imprinted by a certain way of thinking due to the 

colonial history. The criticism on how the distinction between “Us” and “Them” has 

imprinted the world and how it has to change has probably not passed by the informants 

unnoticed even though most of them do not have a higher education. The history of 

colonization as well as the behavior of the colonizers and later on other westerners’ presence 

in Africa is seen by most people today as horrible and something not to strive for. This 

together with the later emerging ideas about ‘the West and the Rest’, the distinction between 

“Us” and “Them” (Hall 1992) as well as seeing “Us” as “Uppers” and “Them” as “Lowers”  
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seems to have created an image the informants do not want to be part of and therefore they do 

not want to identify themselves with other westerners. They seem to have awareness on the 

discussion of how the “Uppers” need to reverse their power and “put the first last” (Chambers 

2005). Connecting this idea to that of “hierarchies in tourism”, tourists are seen as people that 

are more or less acting as colonizers while volunteers are integrating and acting as equals.  

 

6.3 (Un)conscious distinction from Ghanaians 
At the same time as the above reasoning is clear, another pattern discovered - that many 

informants rather spend time with other westerners than with Ghanaians - seems a bit 

contradictive. How can it be that they have a negative attitude towards other westerners but at 

the same time rather spend time with them than with the locals? 

Reasons given for why it is easier to spend time with westerners is that since the informant is 

European s/he needs to talk about things that matters to her/him which is easier to do with 

other westerners. It is also said to be difficult to communicate with Ghanaians because of a 

feeling that they “[…] don’t know anything about the topics” (Interview 4).  Seen in the light 

of postcolonialism, this is a clear example of how the informants separate themselves from the 

locals. The distinction might be conscious at times and unconscious at other times, but 

nevertheless it is of great interest to raise the issue. 

Another example of the separation from Ghanaians is taken from a discussion that was held 

with one of the informants while visiting her/his workplace after the interview. The informant 

explained how disappointed s/he was for living in a wealthy house where s/he has all the 

facilities s/he has back in her/his home country. When deciding to come to Ghana the thought 

was that since Ghana is a poor country s/he will have to abstain from certain facilities, which 

was something s/he was looking forward to. S/he envied another volunteer that was living in a 

poor household with no running water or electricity and worked in a place where they actually 

needed her assistance, as compared to her/his workplace were the feeling was that her/his 

workforce was not really needed.   

Before coming to the core of the problem one can ask oneself why the informant found it 

interesting to live the life of the poor Ghanaian she had in mind. It might have to do with 

Said’s discussion of the Orient – the mysterious “Other” that defines “Us” is inferior to the 
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West, but it does not always have to mean it is not interesting to get to know the Other (Said 

1979:3). The informant had in mind before becoming a volunteer that living and working in 

Ghana means something different than what s/he has at home, an interesting difference s/he 

was looking forward to meet. The separation the informants do from the locals is not just 

about the difference between “Us” and “Them” but it is an image of the “Other” as someone 

below oneself, both mentally (difficult to communicate since they don’t understand) and 

physically (they are poor, I am not poor).  

Since the informants also explained that they think they make a difference in Ghana, that they 

have an impact on the way people think and on development issues as a whole, Eriksson Baaz 

(2002:130-135) discussion about “the backward Other and the omniscient Self” becomes 

interesting. The image of superiority in development comes from the idea that Europe has 

come further than Africa in terms of development and it helps the informants to get an idea of 

“Uppers” and “Lowers”, where “Uppers” have signatures such as ‘donor’, ‘white’ and 

‘teacher’ while “Lowers” have signatures such as ‘recipient’, ‘black’ and ‘pupil’. A natural 

effect from this is that the informants act according to these ideas and it helps them see their 

superiority not just in terms of technical development, but also through a general 

backwardness in the knowledge of the Ghanaians.  

 

6.4 The contradictive volunteer 
The facts are clear; the informants think their growth is important, they are aware of “how 

they should think” about Ghana, its people, helping and development work – which is shown 

by their revulsion from other westerners that has a “colonial” way of acting – but at the same 

time they choose to identify themselves with other westerners instead of Ghanaians. They 

(un)consciously separates themselves from Ghanaians by seeing differences with value-added 

signatures between them, where they are seen as “Uppers” and Ghanaians as “Lowers”. These 

are not only two different facts, but also contradictive facts. How can it be? 

When one of the informants explained how s/he, when being a child, was told about stories on 

children in Africa with the problems they are facing and later on realized how lucky and spoilt 

s/he her/himself was (Interview 12), parables were drawn to the statement so many people 

grown up in the Western world have heard when they were children and did not want to finish 
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their meal: “finish your food, think about the children in Africa!”. Even if it is children 

hearing the words, most of them can probably draw the link between “finish your food” and 

“think about the children in Africa” and understand it simply means the children in Africa 

does not have any (or very little) food, which might mean you should feel sorry for them. Just 

as the informant above continued saying “and when you see children who have to walk for 

miles to get some water or something, you just feel like maybe I can help there, do something 

for these people” (Interview 12), other westerners – most likely the informants included - also 

grow up continue having the image in mind of feeling sorry for Africans. The feeling focuses 

on the difference between people and, as mentioned by Hall and Chambers, gives “Us” and 

“Them” different signatures. 

Meanwhile this is a possible explanation to why many informants might have a view of 

themselves and Ghanaians as different, where “I” am better and more developed than 

“Them”, the contradiction remains since they at the same time seem to have an understanding 

that they are in Ghana mainly to develop themselves, not to help Ghanaians. The world today 

is extremely imprinted by postcolonial thinking and that has most likely had an effect on the 

informants, even though most of them do not have a higher education. They probably know 

the story of colonialism, they know what westerners previously have done in Africa and 

Ghana and they know what westerners do there today – and they do not want to be part of it.  

Considering this discussion, the informants are living examples of the complexity in knowing 

something but not being able to live by it. Understood is that they have divided views of their 

role and function as volunteers. On the more obvious and expressed side they see their role 

and function as someone that is in Ghana to experience and learn, but on the more complex 

and underlying side they consider themselves as some sort of aid-workers that are in Ghana to 

spread their view of life, help its people and contribute to development. In other words, there 

is no certainty that we, in our postcolonial era, have a realistic image of who “We” are in 

relation to “Them”, that we do not distinguish ourselves from others and see ourselves as 

better both in terms of development and intelligence. Even if we have awareness of how to (or 

not to) position ourselves in relation to others and we live and breathe “Them”, it does not 

give any certainty.  
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7. Conclusions 
 

In this study, where the theories of postcolonialism and volunteer tourism meet the empirical 

results of interviews with European volunteers in Ghana, the apprehension of the role and 

function of the volunteers are examined. Understanding the answers of the informants in a 

contemporary context gives several outcomes. 

o According to the volunteers, the concept of volunteering mainly implies to an 

exchange, from which you both learn and give. It also means helping in a more 

traditional sense, as well as doing something you have an interest in and by your own 

will.  

o The motives behind the volunteering experience includes; getting a cultural 

experience, to learn, getting professional experience, personal development, to help, 

an interest in Africa, an identification with the projects of the organization and 

practicalities such as doing a national service. An overall motive is also a wish of 

being able to make a difference on the way Ghanaians think. 

o The outcome of the volunteering experience for the informants is expressed to be 

knowledge of development issues and insight in development aid work. The effects of 

this are that the volunteers feel they can make an impact on the Ghanaians around 

them and on development as a whole. The motives and the outcome show an 

importance of the growth of the Self for the informants.   

o The view of other westerners in Ghana found among the informants show revulsion, 

due to their way of acting in a “’tourist” and “postcolonial” kind of way. However, 

they also express that they like to spend time with other westerners instead of 

Ghanaians. The view on Ghanaians is in many ways positive, but mainly shown by a 

way of distinguishing themselves from the locals.     

o The informants’ apprehension of their role and function as volunteers can be seen as 

contradictive and bipartite. They express that they see their role and function as 

someone that is in Ghana to experience and learn, but understood is that they also 

consider themselves as some sort of aid-workers with the role and function of 
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spreading their view of life, helping the locals and contribute to development. 

Possible explanations to this might be that even though they, raised in a postcolonial 

era, are aware of “how they should think” about their role and function and therefore 

show a revulsion from other westerners that seem to not be aware of it (or at least not 

act by it), they are also raised in a society imprinted by differences between countries 

and people (where differences often include signatures where the West is highly 

positioned compared to developing countries). That has had much impact on them 

and their way of seeing themselves in relation to the Ghanaians.  
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Appendix 1: Interview guide  

 

Background: 

1) Name and age? 
2) Country of origin?  
3) Occupation? 
4) Background?  
5) Interests?  
6) Future plans? 
7) How long have you been in Ghana? 
8) How long will you stay here? 
9) Is the time you spend here enough? 

 

Being a volunteer: 

10) What does the concept of volunteering mean to you? 
11) Why do you think young people from the western world decide to become volunteers 

in Ghana? What do they want to achieve? 
12)  Does that description fit you? 
13)  What is the main reason(s) for why you decided to become a volunteer? Anything 

specific that helped you take the decision?  
14)  When did you decide to become a volunteer? 
15)  Why did you choose Ghana? Africa? 
16)  What is good about being a volunteer?  
17)  What is less good? 

 

Volunteering at X: 

18)  What kind of work do you do at your workplace? 
19)  How is your work being done? With other volunteers, with local volunteers, with 

local community? Etc.  
20)  What is your opinion about your workplace? 
21)  How do you see the way the work is being done? Do you like it? Anything you would 

want to be done in a different way? 
22)  What is your opinion about your organization? 

 

Life as a volunteer in Ghana: 

23)  What do you do in your free time? 
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24)  Who do you spend time with (locals, other westerners)? 
25)  How do you find the local community where you live? Good/less good?  
26)  What is your opinion about westerners in Ghana (i.e. other volunteers)? How do you 

see them? 
 

Before and after volunteering: 

27)  Before you left your home country, what did you think about Ghana? 
28)  How do you think about it now? Is there a difference? 
29)  Before you became a volunteer, how did you think about developmental issues? 
30)  How do you see it now? Is there a difference? 

 

Making an impact: 

31)  To what extent do you as a volunteer have a possibility to make an impact on what 
work that is being done at your workplace? How? 

32)  Do volunteers have an effect/make an impact in the local community? In what way? 
33)  How do you think volunteers in general have an effect on development issues (as a 

whole)? In what way? 
 

Ending: 

34)  Anything you would like to add? Something you thought about during the interview? 
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